In the recent digitization era, transformation has been observed from traditional modes to the modern and effective ones, in the way people communicate, gather information and in terms of the factors that make or break a decision to travel. Recognizing the significance of electronic platform and online media in tourism and hospitality industry, the present study is intended at a comparative content analysis of the official tourism websites of world's top tourist destinations by incorporating the modified Balanced Score Card (BSC) approach. The top ten tourist destinations worldwide that comprise a major share of the global tourism have been examined on a set of critical success factors under the perspective of technical performance, user friendliness and site attractiveness, tourism effectiveness and food tourism effectiveness. Moreover, the study attempts to suggest some meaningful remedial measures in order to embolden the tourism promotion through official web portals of the destinations.
Introduction
Being amongst the world's most important and rapidly expanding industries, the economic consequences of Tourism and Hospitality will continue to grow steadily. The Global Tourism industry after topping the 1 billion mark in 2012, grew by 4.3 per cent in terms of tourist arrivals from 1087 million in 2013 to 1133 million in 2014. The industry is worth $1.5 trillion (including export earnings through international passenger transport services) in 2014 with revenues rising nearly 4 per cent over the last year (UNWTO, 2014 (UNWTO, , 2015 . Tourism and hospitality industry is one of the largest and most vibrant industries that constitute nearly 9 per cent of total GDP and generate 1 in every 11 jobs that signifies 9 per cent of the employment globally (International Labor Organization, 2010) .
Over the past six decades tourism has continued to expand and diversify with emergence of new tourist destinations and traveler's interests. Consequently, despite periodic shocks, international tourist arrivals have shown uninterrupted growth from just 25 million in 1950 to 277 million in 1980 and from 435 million in 1990 to 674 million in 2000 (UNWTO, 2013) . Moreover, in last two decades the industry has steadily grown at 3.5 to 4 per cent annually, except for the sporadic downfall during the economic recessions in 2001-02 and then in 2009. Post the recent global recession phase in 2009, although it was a crumpled recovery, but the industry generally instigated the recovery in 2010. The industry achieved the significant and historic milestone of 1 billion visitors worldwide in 2012 for the first time. The industry with an average growth rate of 3.3 per cent annually has registered fifth consecutive year of robust growth in 2014 (UNWTO, 2015) .
The global tourism is characterized partially by Pareto's 80-20 rule and just the top ten tourist destinations itself comprise nearly 40 percent of the global tourist arrivals and receipts. According to the statistics, seven of the top ten tourist destinations including France on top, Spain, Italy, Turkey, Germany, United Kingdom and Russian Federation are located in Europe, Two including United States and Mexico in the Americas, along with China from the Asia and Pacific Region. Most of these top tourist destinations have appeared in the top ten list for a number of years now. Table 1 shows the list of top tourist destinations based on number of international tourist arrivals along with receipts. Source: World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2015) Since these destinations comprise significant part of the global tourism and are projected to continue their supremacy in the coming years, the growth and performance of these nations shall determine the course of overall global industry, and consequently, it is important to understand the dynamics and features of these destinations.
Subsequently, the global tourism trends also reveal that over the last few years the role of emedia, internet and web resources have become noteworthy. According to the statistics the online travel booking revenue was more than 309 billion US$ in 2011 accounting to more than 29 percent of the total tourism receipts that rose to 470 billion US$ in 2014 comprising nearly 38 per cent of the total receipts worldwide (Statista, 2016) . This significant increase in the popularity of the online mode as a source of information and transactions can't be ignored as far as the tourism industry is concerned. Considering the trends it may also be inferred that in the coming years the tourist destinations which would be able to capture and capitalize on this mode of operation, will lead the industry worldwide.
As the current top destinations are anticipated to decide the direction of the future trends in short and long term, and the use of online mode of operations is expected to surpass that of other mediums, it is significant to study the status of the gateway portals of these vital destinations. Thus, taking note of the prologue, the presented study aims at evaluating the official tourism portals of the world's leading tourist destinations.
Literature review
In today's era of digitalization and electronic media, the online and web resources have become crucial and possess a vital position when it comes to information search. From the perspective of the information providers, the increasing competition and costs associated with disseminating information to masses, communication, purchases and marketing, the commercial internet applications have been noted to have immense potential as a primary platform of utmost importance in hospitality and tourism industry (Burger et al., 1997; Clyde & Landfried, 1995; Corigliano & Baggio, 2006; Law, Qi, & Buhalis, 2010) .
With the burst in the number of online subscribers and users, the swelling transactions and trade using the electronic platform, the popularity of the technology is apparent. Thus a timely and appropriate utilization of this resource in order to extend an experience which shall become the gateway of any nation's tourism, is required (Alastair M. Morrison, Taylor, & Douglas, 2004) . Moreover, the stakeholders needs to continuously improve, enhance and manage it to reap the benefits of this platform (Corigliano & Baggio, 2006) .
With the advent of the online and electronic platform, numerous studies have advocated the importance of assessing a website's effectiveness and proposed various frameworks for its evaluation. Most of these studies examined the technical aspects like functionality, usability, hit rate, log analysis and other network statistics (Evans & King, 1999; Fletcher, Poon, Pearce, & Comber, 2002; Patton, 2002; Sterne, 2003; Stout, 1996; Yeung & Lu, 2004) . Schmidt & Spreng (1996) highlighted the influence of the travel related information disseminated online on travel decisions. MacKay & Fesenmaier (1997) highlighted the influence of pictures shared on the websites on prospective tourists' mind. Baggio (2003) analyzed the end-user evaluations and mapping contents and services offered online in European context. Giannopoulos & Mavragani (2011) described the use of information and communication technologies in the website design by the European official tourism portals.
Internet and the portals as a source of marketing tool and knowledge pertaining to local food and cuisines was highlighted by Kivela (2006) . Horng & Tsai (2010) suggested that a platform for online itinerary planning and convenient final bookings, for accommodation, sight-seeing or food, can help in converting a potential tourist into a visitor. Thus, taken into consideration the facades of using images, information propagation relating to food and cuisine, an interface for planning itinerary and other factors, the government agencies and tourism boards should create portals that are aptly designed; are attention seeking and thought provoking; and provide crucial information for travelers to make informed decisions (Fletcher et al., 2002; Horng & Tsai, 2010; Kivela, 2006; MacKay & Fesenmaier, 1997) . Weeks & Crouch (1999) researched the aspects like inclusion of audio and video on the web pages, provision of maps of locations, emphasis on updated information and a provision for e-shopping, and found them significantly relevant. Lexhagen & Nysveen (2001) also emphasized on the importance of reservation services and other value added services. Important contact information, management functionality of the sites and use of web sites for promotion and advertising of local events, cuisine and other services have also been focused upon by numerous authors including Kim & Kim (2010; Rand, Heath, & Alberts (2003) ; Seo, Yun, & Kim (2014) ; So & Morrison, (2003) ; Tanrisevdi & Duran (2011) .
Based on the work of Kaplan & Norton (1992) on Balanced Scorecard, Morrison, Taylor, Morrison, & Morrison, (1999) ; So & Morrison (2004) ; (Alastair M. Morrison et al., 2004) devised the approach for the website analysis in the hotel and tourism industry. In the subsequent years, the approach was modified and adopted by various authors including Douglas & Mills (2004) ; Kline, Morrison, & John (2004) ; Dahiya & Duggal (2015) ; Himanshu & Jeannie (2015) . The approach and model initially focused on technical aspect, user friendliness, overall attractiveness, and other related parameters. Lately the model was further developed and aspects like Tourism orientation and factors pertaining to food tourism were added (Dahiya & Duggal, 2015; Kim & Kim, 2010) .
The review and prologue suggests that the prevailing scenario is characterized by changing consumer perceptions, intensifying significance of technology and the altering decision making patterns of travelers. Accordingly, for the present research, the portals of the top tourism destinations will be studied on four perspectives including technical; user friendliness and site attractiveness; tourism effectiveness and food tourism effectiveness, under the modified balanced score-card approach.
Methodology
The main purpose of the presented study is to analyze the content and performance of the official tourism websites of the world's leading tourist destinations on the identified perspectives. And subsequently to suggest country specific remedial measures on the evaluated parameters for the official tourism websites of the sampled destinations, in order to overcome the shortcomings and improve the overall tourist experience.
The research instrument
The study deliberates the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) approach devised by Morrison et al. (1999) based on Kalpan and Norton's work. Morrison et al. (1999) determined four balanced perspectives for the comprehensive evaluation of the websites including technical, customer, internal and marketing aspects having 25 Critical Success Factors. It was amongst the initial studies in tourism industry using the BSC approach in web site evaluation. This approach was thereafter adopted in evaluating the websites of various hospitality and tourism businesses in modified versions by (Dahiya & Duggal (2013 ; Douglas & Mills (2004) For the present study, a structured questionnaire developed by Dahiya & Duggal (2015) based on Morrison et al. (1999) was adopted as it is, consisting of 88 Critical success factors. The factors focus on information services offered on the websites, and are divided under four major perspectives with equal amount of weightage including Technical, User Friendliness and Site Attractiveness, Tourism Effectiveness and Food Tourism Effectiveness.
Survey sample design
For the study, the official tourism websites of the top ten tourist destinations, based on international tourist arrivals (as per UNWTO, 2015) , have been selected as the sample. Each perspective was assigned a weighted score of 25 points out of a total weighted score of 100 points for the four perspectives combined. The above data has been collected and analyzed during period of October and November in year 2015.
Findings
In contemplation of the primary objective of the study the content analysis and performance evaluation was undertaken for the official tourism websites of the world's leading tourist destinations on the identified perspectives. Based on the analysis and evaluation the weighted scores of the sampled leading tourist destinations were calculated and are presented in Table  3 below.
It may be inferred on the basis of analysis that the tourism portal of United States with the highest total score and with a significant 88.48 rating points is the best amongst the sampled portals. With Scores above 80 rating points, the portal of United Kingdom secures second position in the list, followed by France, Germany and Spain. The portals of Turkey and Italy follow the ranking with a good score between 70 to 80 points and with scores between 60 and 70, the portals of Mexico and China may perhaps be rated as average. Only the portal of Russian Federation among the top ten destinations scored poorly on almost all the perspectives securing a total of 44.29 rating points.
Further, in regard to the four aspects discretely, it may be inferred that almost all the portals fared well on the perspective of tourism effectiveness and on parameters of user-friendliness and site attractiveness with a mean scores of 21.57 and 20.50 respectively. However, on aspect of the food tourism effectiveness and technical aspect, with a mean score of 16.63 and 16.00, there is a large scope of improvement for most of the portals.
Food and cuisine is one of the major attractions for the international tourist while travelling to these top tourist destinations whereas it was observed that the state of the official portals of the sampled destinations was not really up to the mark in most of the cases except for the portals of United States, France, Germany and United Kingdom. On this aspect, the portal of Russia with no information, and with portals of China and Turkey scoring below 40 percent and below 60 percent respectively, need a lot of improvement on all the sub factors. Whereas, the portals of Mexico, lacked majorly on information related to food promotion and food search friendliness. In regard to the aspect of tourism effectiveness perspectives, tourism portals of United States, Turkey, United Kingdom and Mexico scored significantly higher rating scores and provide sufficient information to their travelers. Whereas, the portals of France, Spain, Germany, Italy and China scored nearly 80 percent points and were lacking majorly on the management of the website. The portal of Russian Federation with a below average score lacked on both the management of website and the dimensions of communication. Moreover, almost all the portals irrespective of the total scores did not provide information in regard to basic factors like website feedback, e-shop, portal updating, feature of help, information on local products and souvenir.
Almost all the portals provided information and services pertaining to the factors of userfriendliness and site attractiveness with portal of United Kingdom being the most informative, followed by portals of United States, Italy, Germany, France, Spain, Turkey and China with all scoring well above 80 per cent. Besides, Mexico also scored more than 70 percent but lost rating points on aspect of ease of contact, whereas portal of Russian Federation with a score of 60 percent missed even on some basic aspects related to site attractiveness.
On the technical aspect all the portals faced issues on at least one or more facets. Though, except for the portal of Italy that scored just above 40 percent and portal of Mexico with 50 percent, the rest of the portals secured at least 60 percent or more in technical performance. This is one area where all the portals have a huge scope for improvement in order to provide a hassle free experience to the visitors.
From the inferences, findings and observations above, it is clearly visible that the official tourism websites of most of the top ten destinations fared well on perspective of tourism effectiveness and user-friendliness and site attractiveness, coped somehow well on food information but failed on technical perspective. All the portals in totality scored above average except for the portal of Russian Federation which was rated low on all the parameters.
Discussions
In accordance to the objectives and purpose of the study and based on the analysis, observations and identified shortcomings, the subsequent section discusses and suggests some country specific recommendations on the analyzed perspectives and parameters. The official portals of the sampled destinations may incorporate the following suggestions, in order to improve the overall performance and become more informative and meaningful from the tourist outlook.
 With top rating points the official tourism portals of United States and United Kingdom have fared excellently on all the perspectives except technical aspect where the major issue was in the HTML check parameter. Further in case of United Kingdom's portal the factor of food information under food tourism perspective was also a matter of concern. Thus, they may be suggested to improvise on the HTML code errors under technical and some minute aspects of other perspective in order to make their portals more effective.  The official portals of France, Germany and Spain also scored high rating points on all the perspectives except Technical aspects, with specific issues in HTML codes in case of France and Germany. The France's portal also featured some bad links, whereas Spain's Portal lost scores due to spelling errors. Further, all the three portals of France, Germany and Spain were also not up to the mark on the factor of website management under the tourism effectiveness perspective. Consequently they may be recommended to adlib on the shortcomings to make their portals more technically sound and effective on tourism perspective.  Turkey's official tourism portal scored significantly high on the perspective of user friendliness and site attractiveness along with the tourism effectiveness. The area of concern includes food promotion where the portal may improve by inculcating information related to food tours, links to their celebrity chefs and other audio/videos promotion features. It may further furnish information in regard to their cuisines, restaurant search, regional dishes and their recipes, under the aspect of food search friendliness and customer orientation and by including discussion forums on food in the food tourism perspective. Turkey's tourism portal also needs to debug the HTML Code errors and other technical aspects to improvise on the technical perspective.  With significantly low rating points on the perspective of Technical aspects, the portals of Italy and Mexico fared poorly with prolonged load time, spelling errors and bugs in HTML codes. The portal of Italy also exposed some bad web-links under the perspective. Furthermore, the portal of Italy was lacking in the website management whereas Mexico's portal did not provide adequate contact information. The portal of Mexico also lacked on the food tourism perspective and did not focus on food information and food search friendliness and customer orientation. Therefore in order to extemporize the tourist experience the portals of Italy and Mexico, may be suggested to curtail the stated issues and build upon by including the missing information in the stated perspectives.  The portal of the only top listed Asian member, China, scored reasonably well in almost all the factors under Tourism effectiveness and the user-friendliness and site attractiveness, except for missing information in regard to the website management. The portal also fared well in the Technical perspective apart from some HTML code errors. But alarmingly the portal performed poorly in the food tourism perspective and failed to provide general food information even on ethnic cuisines and their recipes, information on food tours, their celebrity chefs or audio/videos promoting food. The portal also missed out on almost all the aspects of food search and customer orientation. By taking into account the stated deficiencies, the portal of China can review, titivate and offer a better and more comprehensive experience to the visitors specifically under the food tourism perspective.  The official tourism of Russian federation was observed to be an exception, with significantly low scores and below average rating points. In totality the portal does not contain any information in regard to food tourism, and also fared poorly on all the other perspectives. Issues were noted in the HTML codes and errors in links under the technical perspective and the portal scored feebly on attractiveness with no images or backgrounds. Moreover, website scored very low on communication dimension and the website management with no information on basic needs like transport, accommodation, shopping etc., and except for few initial pages there was no multi-lingual information as well. Thus, there is a huge scope for improvement under all the perspectives and the tourism stakeholders in decision making in Russia, may be suggested to look into these shortcomings, since the e-tourism support comprise a major part of the tourism and hospitality industry in the current scenario.
By adopting and incorporating the suggested remedial measures, the portals of the sampled tourist destinations shall definitely have all the ingredients of a successful website and thus cater to information needs of tourists striving for a convenient and hassle free tourism experience along with the food tourism; and other important and basic perspectives considerate for the stakeholders. Online booking to the food events / shows 5. Links to regional dishes 6.
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